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Chorti and Lenca indigenous groups have brought a complaint before the UN against the Honduran
government for its failure to live up to promises of land redistribution and other agreements it made
in May. On May 15, President Carlos Roberto Reina signed an accord under which the government
would begin to transfer more than 9,000 hectares of land to Indians in the western departments
of Copan and Ocotepeque by July 15. It also promised technical and financial assistance and an
investigation into the assassination of two Chorti leaders (see NotiCen, 05/29/97). Two others were
assassinated days before the May accords were signed, and the total killed since 1984 has risen to 40.
Chorti leaders attribute the deaths to a campaign by powerful landholders to eliminate resistance
to their appropriation of indigenous lands. Besides the land issue, Indian leaders say that the Reina
administration has done nothing to increase their personal security, as it promised in May. A
general disarmament in Copan was to have taken place, but the Indians say it amounted to relieving
their communities of machetes while the landowners retained their automatic weapons.
On July 17, when it became clear that none of the government's promises had been kept, indigenous
leaders announced the start of a "Permanent Indigenous Resistance." They and members of
the commission that was set up to oversee the May accords sent representatives to the UN's
International Labor Organization (ILO) in San Jose, Costa Rica, to file a complaint against the
Honduran government for violating the ILO's covenant 169, which Honduras ratified in 1994.
Among other things, the covenant requires the government to guarantee indigenous land rights.
But the Reina administration argues that the covenant cannot be enforced because some of its
provisions violate the Constitution. The government has explained that the delay in making the land
transfers is because it cannot find landholders who are willing to sell to the government. Ubodoro
Arriaga, director of the government's agrarian institute (Instituto Nacional Agrario, INA), told
Indians who had staged a sit-in at INA's headquarters that, because of these and other difficulties, it
would be able to redistribute only 1,500 ha.

Chorti, Lenca leaders ask Costa Rica for political asylum
On July 27, 16 Chorti and Lenca leaders entered the Costa Rican embassy in Tegucigalpa, began
a hunger strike, and asked for political asylum. They claimed that if they remained in Honduras
they would be killed by the nonindigenous landowners in the western departments, with whom
them have been at odds for years regarding land titles. The Costa Rican Foreign Ministry denied
the request stating that there was no proof that the applicants had suffered political persecution.
The 16 were forcibly evicted from the embassy on Aug. 4. But Linda Rivera, public defender for the
Honduran Supreme Court, said that she had examined many cases in which Indians were politically
persecuted and that these were sufficient to grant political asylum. The mistake the Indian leaders
made was in not going to the embassy of a country such as Canada that would take the case more
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seriously, she said. Costa Rica denied asylum because "it is well-known that there is discrimination
there too."
Honduran vice minister of foreign affairs Roberto Arita said he was shocked by the occupation of
the embassy. "Political persecution does not exist in Honduras, and we live under the rule of law,"
said Arita. Reina starts new round of talks with Indigenous leaders The incident prompted Reina to
call for new negotiations to end the conflict. One person in the embassy said she found it "hard to
believe" that Reina wanted new talks. "We have gone to them so many times and all we get is that
they deceive us again and again, while we are openly threatened with murder in our communities,"
said the Lenca woman.
The administration announced it is working on a bill that would permit the government to
expropriate land in Copan and Ocotepeque and transfer it to the Indians. But the only concrete
step that seemed likely to end the current protests was the formation of a commission made up of
Indian leaders and government officials, who will travel to Copan and Ocotepeque to look for lands
available for redistribution.
By the first week in August, the Indian protestors had been joined by black Garifuna demanding
title to their lands in the north-coast region, where they are currently under pressure from
developers looking for land on which to build resorts. "We will stay in the capital until the
government seriously commits to delivering title to the lands that have belonged to us for 200
years," said Rosalia Ruiz, head of the Coordinadora Nacional de Organizaciones Negras de
Honduras.
With little progress in the new negotiations, some 200 Indians began protesting outside the local
UN offices in the capital, with 15 protestors continuing the hunger strike. "We are where we were
at the start with nothing," said one of the leaders. [Sources: Deutsche Press Agentur, 07/30/97; Tico
Times, 08/01/97; Central America Update, 07/26/97-08/01/97; Reuter, 07/30/97, 08/08/97; El Tiempo
(Honduras) 07/17/97, 08/04/97, 08/08/97; Inter Press Service, 05/22/97, 07/28/97, 08/08/97; Notimex,
08/11/97]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

